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Paper by Gary Parsons*
Management of urban and suburban deer populations -Policy making at the state level 1
The Bureau of Wildlife within the New York State
Department of Environmental Conservation, Division of Fish,
Wildlife, and Marine Resources is responsible for managing the
state's wildlife resources. Our Mission reads: "To provide the people
of New York the opportunity to enjoy all the benefits of the wildlife
of the state, now and in the future. This shall be accomplished
through scientifically sound management of wildlife species in a
manner that is efficient, clearly described, consistent with law and in
harmony with public need." We adopted our mission statement nearly
10 years ago after an extensive examination of our programs and
policies and after seeking public input to ensure that we were
responsive to the public's desire for wildlife management programs.
The legal framework in New York is fundamentally similar to
laws governing fish and wildlife management in other states in the
U.S. These laws are based on state ownership of fish and wildlife
resources. This differs significantly from the European system in
which fish and wildlife are viewed as the property of the landowner.
Because wildlife resources in the U.S. are publicly owned resource,
laws providing for their protection an management have evolved to
best serve the public interest and provide for public access for their
enjoyment and use. At the same time, it has long been recognized
that wildlife, especially when locally overabundant, may need to be
controlled to avoid undesirable impacts to crops and property or when
Mr. Parsons is currently the Chief of Bureau of Wildlife for the New York
State Department of Environmental Conservation, a position he has held since
1987. He has been employed by the New York State DEC since 1967.
1
Some of the material presented in this paper has been extracted from the
1995 DEC publication: A CITIzEN's GUIDE TO WHITE-TAILED DEER MANAGEMENT
IN URBAN/SUBURBAN NEW YORK
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it poses threats to human health and safety. Again, the legal
framework includes provisions to help address these situations. A
review of Article 11 of the Environmental Conservation Law (ECL)
will provide the specific citations and wording for the application of
these general principles in New York State. A useful starting point for
discussing policy aspects of suburban deer management is to consider
a key section of the ECL describing the general powers and duties of
the department:
§ 11-0303. Management of fish and wildlife
resources; general purposes and policies governing
manner of exercise of powers.
1. The general purpose of powers affecting
fish and wildlife, granted to the department by the
Fish and Wildlife Law, is to vest in the department, to
the extent of the powers so granted, the efficient
management of the fish and wildlife resources of the
state ....
2. To such extent as it shall deem deasible
without prejudice to other functions in the
management of fish and wildlife resources of the state
and the execution of other duties imposed by law, the
department is directed, in the exercise of the powers
conferred upon it, to develop and carry out programs
and procedures which will in its judgment,
(a) promote natural propagation and
maintenance of desirable species in ecological
balance, and
(b) lead to the observance of sound
management practices for such propagation and
maintenance on lands and waters of the state, whether
owned by the state or by a public corporation of the
state or held in private ownership, having regard to
(1) ecological factors, including the
need for restoration and improvement of natural
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habitat and the importance of ecological balance in
maintaining natural resources;
(2) the compatibility of production and
harvesting of fish and wildlife crops with other
necessary or desirable land uses;
(3) the importance of fish and wildlife
resources for recreational purposes;
(4) requirements for public safety; and
(5)the need for adequate protection of
private premises and of the persons and property of
occupants thereof against abuse of privileges of access
to such premises for hunting, fishing or trapping.2

Anyone familiar with issues surrounding the management of
urban and suburban deer will recognize these issues as a great test of
our ability to reach the "ecological balance" envisioned in the law,
and the need to consider and weigh competing demands and interests
in managing this species. Reduced to its simplest elements, wildlife
management is the manipulation of wildlife populations to achieve a
goal. Sometimes the goal is to have more, such as when we want to
help an endangered species recover to more secure population levels.
Other times, the goal is to have fewer, as is often the case with "pest"
species. In practice, the most difficult part of wildlife management
is often to decide just what the proper population goal should be,
giving due regard to the interests of anyone with a stake in the
outcome. Once we have arrived at a mutually agreeable goal, there
are a variety of tools and techniques that can be applied to help
achieve the desired shift in population levels. Selecting from among
these is a matter of determining what is legal, feasible, proven,
efficient, cost effective, acceptable, and timely, among other things.
The importance of people in the equation cannot be
underestimated. One of the truisms of the wildlife management
profession is that wildlife management is 90% people management
2

N.Y. Envtl. Conserv. Law § 11-0303 (McKinney 1984 & Supp. 1998).
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and only about 10% management of wildlife. While the law talks
about "ecological balance," human values determine when natural
systems are acceptably "in-balance" or "out-of-balance" - the key
point being that it is human perception and not some natural law that
provides the magic answer.
Most wildlife species in New York exist at levels reasonably
"in balance" to meet human desires for use and enjoyment without
adversely impacting on other wildlife species or their habitats or
causing conflicts with other land uses on a broad scale. Deer, on the
other hand, require a much more intensive degree of management to
maintain population levels at acceptable levels. If there are too few
deer, we fail to meet the demand for recreational use and the
associated economic benefits. If there are too many deer, people
suffer economic losses from crop and ornamental damage, forest
regeneration and plant species composition is adversely impacted, and
human health and safety is threatened with increasing car/deer
collisions. Throughout most of New York, carefully regulated
harvest of a prescribed number of female deer has been very
successful in keeping deer populations at desirable levels. But, there
are some areas of the state, including many urban and suburban areas,
where development, limited access, and legal restrictions have
prevented our application of hunting as a management tool to control
deer herds. As a result, we have places where most people would
agree that the deer populations are now above desirable levels.
Public Involvement in Setting Goals
The Bureau of Wildlife has the technical expertise to manage
wildlife populations. But as stewards of the public resource, we have
long recognized the importance of involving the public in
management decisions since it is their resource and their values that
help determine success. We also recognize a responsibility to future
generations, reflected in our mission statement, to ensure that future
options will always be available and not foreclosed for short-term
expediency. The job of determining the appropriate deer population
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level in an area is not an easy one, and. involves compromises and
trade-offs among all kinds of interests. In the past, we tried to weigh
all of the inputs ourselves to arrive at a goal, and then often times had
to spend considerable effort explaining and defending our selection
to each of the varied interests. Recently, we have developed a process
involving citizen task forces where we invite representative
stakeholders to facilitated discussion.3 Our staff is available to
provide technical information, and an impartial party runs the
meeting. This approach has proven very successful, and results in
management goals that are mutually agreeable to all the stakeholders,
who are themselves able to arrive at compromises that respect the
views and interests of everyone seated around the table. We are then
able to adjust our deer management program to meet the goals of the
Citizen Task Forces.
Urban and suburban deer management presents its own
special challenges, especially when the most efficient tool in our kit,
regulated hunting, is not available. While I do not want to
oversimplify the process of setting a management goal for these areas,
let us assume that the goal is a significant reduction of problems
associated with the locally overabundant deer. By stating the goal
this way, we leave open the option to resolve problems with solutions
other than changes in the deer population itself.
The Bureau recently developed a publication dealing with the
management of urban and suburban deer (copies are available from
the DEC), which discusses the rarige of deer management options.
As biologists and wildlife managers, we can provide guidance on
what kind of results to expect from each of these in different
circumstances, and to point out their advantages and disadvantages.
Local interests and concerns will dictate the deer control option of
choice in any given setting. We will provide technical advice, and are
also the permitting agency which must review and decide on

Paul D. Curtis & John R. Hauber, Public Involvement in Deer
Management Decisions: Consensus Versus Consent, 25 WILDLIFE SOC'Y BULL.
399-403 (1997).
3
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applications for the permits necessary to carry out any management
action other than hunting during normal seasons.
Management options can be categorized as those requiring
population control and those not requiring population control.
Control methods can be further subdivided into lethal and nonlethal
methods. These are summarized in the accompanying table.
No Population
Control

Nonlethal Population
Control

Lethal Population
Control

Hands-off

Habitat Alteration

Predator
Introduction

Damage
Control

Capture and Relocation

Parasite/Disease
Introduction

Fencing

Fertility Control

Poison

Repellents

Capture and Kill

Feeding

Bait and Shoot
Traditional Hunting
Controlled Hunting

Each of these alternatives is examined in our booklet, and
other speakers in this conference have discussed some applications in
detail. The listed alternatives are not considered equal in either
effectiveness or desirability, but are considered to represent the
spectrum of possible approaches. As a state agency, the Department
is obligated to consider factors that an individual or community may
not. Some of these are required by law and other reflect resource,
social, or economic concerns. To be considered an acceptable
alternative, we evaluated each option against the following
management criteria in formulating recommendations:
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Factor

Management Criteria

Species
Preparation

Ensure that deer and other species
populationsare not adversely affected

Safety

Reduce risk to the public andparticipants

Humane
Treatment

Reduce stress andtrauma to deer

Cost

Considercost effectiveness of control
operations

Public Use and
Access

Provide the fullest arrayof resource
benefits now and in the future

Nuisance
Concentration or
Relocation

Avoid concentratingor relocating
problems

Disease
Transmission

Reduce potentialfor disease transmission

Recommendations
Fencing and repellents can be effective site-specific solutions
but are impractical for most large-scale applications. Feeding, largescale habitat alteration, relocation to the wild, poisoning, and
introduction of predators or diseases are not recommended solutions
to overabundant deer populations for ecological, social, or practical
reasons.
While fertility control offers the potential to control deer
numbers, at present this method is experimental. The Department has
issued permits for bona fide field testing of this technique. It is likely,
however, that its applicability will be limited to small, isolated
populations.
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The remaining candidate techniques are all forms of removal.
In terms of population control, it makes no difference how deer are
removed from an area. If enough deer are removed, population
control can be achieved. Removal techniques, however, vary widely
in their consistency with the above management criteria. In order of
decreasing suitability, DEC's recommendations for dealing with
overabundant deer in urban and suburban areas are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Controlled recreational hunting;
Nonrecreational shooting with use of meat and hides;
Capture and slaughter with use of meat and hides;
Capture and relocation to deer farms;
Nonrecreational shooting without use of meat and hides;
Capture and destroy without use of meat hides.

Conclusions
- Department role helping communities make informed
decisions and providing technical expertise and permitting authority.
• Present legal authority precludes capture options.
• Immunocontraception of free ranging still very much
experimental
* Our experience - controlled hunting offers benefits of getting
resource values out of what would otherwise be solely a nuisance/pest
situation; cost effective. Many communities working with us and
sister agencies in other states to change discharge ordinances and
otherwise support implementation of carefully regulated hunting as
best available option to reduce populations.
*Experience with CTF's has shown cooperation in problem
solving to be the key

